The variable component of lateral body sway during walking in young and older humans.
Because sideways falls are common in elderly persons, we devised a method to measure variable lateral movements of the thorax with respect to foot position during normal walking. Movements of the ankles and shoulders were measured during walking a distance of 9 m. Two age groups were studied: young (n = 17, 6 male, mean age 27.3 years) and older (n = 21, 13 male, mean age 72.7 years) people. During walking, the path followed in the horizontal plane by the midpoint between the two shoulders was compared to the line connecting successive positions of the ankles during stance. Lateral deviations between these two paths were divided into a regular component (average of about 30 strides) and a variable component (the difference between the deviation during each stride and the average). Lateral sway was also observed while standing with eyes open for 1 minute. The older group had more lateral movement during walking in the variable component (p =.006) and a nonsignificant trend (p =.054) in the same direction in the regular component. Eight of the older participants had a value for the variable component greater than the 95% confidence limit for the young participants. Only two of the older participants had a standing sway outside the confidence limit for the young participants. The variable component was associated with variability in stride width. The variable component of lateral sway during walking provides good discrimination between age groups, as does variability in step width. It remains to be seen whether these variables are different in fallers and nonfallers.